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Children’s Science Fiction in China 
by WU Yan and Kerry MALLAN 
------ 
WU Yan is SF writer and an Associate Professor in the Faculty of 
Education Administration of Beijing Normal University.  Wu 
developed the Master’s program of SF studies in Faculty of Chinese 
Language and Literature (BNU), which is currently the only higher 
degree program in the genre in China. Wu has written two novels 
and several anthologies.  His story ‘Mouse Pad’ has been translated 
into English, published in the first issue of the magazine Internova 
in 2005... 
Kerry MALLAN is an Associate Professor in the School of Cultural 
and Language Studies in Education at Queensland University of 
Technology, Australia where she lectures and supervises studies in 
children’s literature and youth studies. In 2005, she was invited to 
give a series of presentations at Centre for Chinese Language and 
Literature, Beijing Normal University.-------- 
This paper offers an overview of Chinese children’s science 
fiction, by considering the influences which have shaped its 
development and the distinctive Chineseness of the genre; 
the paper also speculates about the future development of 
Chinese science fiction, as the processes of globalisation 
continue unabated 
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--------- 
When Deng Xiao-ping initiated his post-Cultural Revolution reforms 
in the 1980s, they were intended primarily to take China into a ‘new 
era’ characterised by a higher interaction, both economically and 
culturally, between East and West. This period of change and 
cultural activities, known as ‘Cultural Fever’, intensified the century-
long debate over Chinese modernity. As ideas, people and popular 
culture migrated across national borders, this process of 
‘transnationalisation’ of Chinese culture (Nonini and Ong 1997) 
enabled ‘a proliferation of different ways of being Chinese’. Nonini 
and Ong argue that these multiple ways of being Chinese (or 
multiple forms of ‘Chineseness’) reflect China’s propensity to seek 
opportunities that go across geopolitical divides. While these 
opportunities may well be concerned with the rapidly growing 
Chinese economy, there is a resistance in China to globalisation of 
Chinese culture. According to Wang (2004), this resistance stems 
from ‘the high respect shown to Confucius, the symbol of its 
tradition, who was severely castigated during the May 4th period 
and later in the Cultural Revolution’. This tension between Eastern 
traditions and Western influences has marked literature studies, 
particularly in the area of Chinese science fiction. However, 
research is seldom focused on Chinese literature in translation or 
how it is received by Western sinologists and general readers.  
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Beginnings of Chinese science fiction 
 
Yang Xiao, editor of China’s popular magazine – Ke Huan Shi Jie 
[Science Fiction World], claims that millions of Chinese young 
people are keen science fiction readers (Brave New World 2002). 
Lavie Tidhar (2004) says that that science fiction in China has the 
‘largest single market in the world, having been part encouraged by 
the government and part-suppressed’. As Tidhar notes, the genre 
has had ‘a convoluted history’. This history begins with the debate 
over the first ‘true’ science fiction novel. 
There are two schools of thought about what was the first SF 
Selected Children’s Science Fiction Titles 
CHI S (1956) Ge Diao Bi Zi De Da Xiang [Elephant which has no long nose] 
Beijing: China Junior and Children Publishing House 
LI Z (2000) Ke Long Feng Bao [Clone storming] Shenzhen: Haitian Publishing House 
Liu C (2002) Tian Shi Shi Dai [The time belongs to angels] Science Fiction World 6 
LIU C (2002) Zhong Guo Tai Yang [A Chinese sun] Science Fiction World 1 
LIU X (1961) Di Xia Shui Dian Zhan [Hydro-power station under earth] Junior 
Literature 7–8 
RAO Z (1997) Fei Die Lai Ke [Guest from fling squire] Beijing: Ocean Publishing 
House 
TONG E (1978) ‘Shan Hu Dao Shang de Si Guang’ [Death ray on a coral island] 
People's Literature 7 
TONG E (1979) Xue Shan Muo Di [Magic flute in snow mountain] Beijing: People's 
Literature Publishing House 
TONG E (1981) Zhui Zong Kong Long de Ren [The man who searched for a dragon] 
Chengdu: Sichuan Junior and Children's Publishing House 
WANG C (1981) Bai Se Wang Guo de Mi Mi [Secret of the white kingdom] Nanjing: 
Jiangsu People's Publishing House 
WANG G (1963) Hei Long Hao Shi Zong [The disappearance of the black dragon] 
Shanghai: Junior and Children's Publishing House 
WANG Y (1977) ‘Qiang Ba de Yan Jing’ [Qiang Ba's eyes] Red Little Army News 
WU Y (1996) Sheng Si Di Liu Tian [On the sixth day six – life or death?] 
Nanjing: Jiangsu Junior and Children's Publishing House. 
XIAO J (1965) Qi Yi de Ji Qi Gou [A different robotic dog] Nanjing: Jiangsu People's 
Publishing House. 
XIAO J (1979) Mi Lin Hu Zong [Tiger's track in thick woods]. Shanghai: Junior and 
Children's Publishing House 
XING H (1996) Yue Hai Ji Di [Moonsea base] Hefei: Anhui Junior and Children's 
Publishing House. 
YE Y (1976) ‘Shi You Dan Bai’ [Petroleum protein] Junior Science 1 
YE Y (1978) Xiao Ling Tong Man You Wei Lai [Little Lingtong's odyssey to Future] 
Shanghai: Junior and Children's Publishing House 
YE Y (1979) Diu Le Bi Zi Yi Hou [After lost one's nose] Shanghai: Junior and 
Children's Publishing House 
YU Z (1956) Dao Ren Zhao Yue Liang Shang Qu [Going to the man-made moon] 
Beijing: China Junior and Children Publishing House 
ZHANG R (1950) Meng You Tai Yang Xi [A visit to the solar system in a dream] 
Tianjin: Knowledge Bookstore 
ZHENG W (1954) Di Er Ge Yu Liang [The Second Moon] in China Junior News 
Sept. 23, 25, 27 and 30 
ZHENG W (1955) Tai Yang Tan Xian Ji [Exploring the sun] Shanghai: Junior and 
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written for child readers in China. Some people (see Rao 1982) 
regard the novel Meng You Tai Yang Xi [A visit to the solar system 
in a dream], written by Zhang Ran in 1950, as the first. In this 
novel, a Chinese boy named Jing Er is transformed into the Monkey 
King1 in a dream and becomes involved in a solar system odyssey 
where he experiences the sensation of vacancy (blankness) and 
light gravity among other phenomena. While this novel involves SF 
conventions and themes such as planet travelling, aliens and extra-
terrestrials, the story relies on the familiar narrative strategy of a 
dream. This reliance on the dream motif, common to stories from 
ancient China, supports the view that it does not qualify as true SF.  
Another camp (see Wu 2003) regards the short story Di Er Ge Yu 
Liang [The Second Moon]’written by Zheng Wenguang in 1954 as 
the first Chinese SF. This story tells of a child named Xiaoping who 
visits a space station and several working sites such as a space 
vegetable farm. Like Jing Er, Xiaoping also experiences a sense of 
low gravity and floating in space. However, this story is regarded by 
many as significant in terms of the beginning of the genre in the 
new China because it employs characteristics that are common to 
the (Western) SF literary tradition, particularly in its narrative vision 
of the future and the invention of space technologies.  
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Chinese SF writers’ interest in 
science and technology reflected the modern world’s obsession with 
innovation and progress – characteristics attributed to 
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industrialisation. Consequently, stories focused on aliens, time 
travel, robotics and adventure. However, from 1966 to 1976 (the 
period of the Cultural Revolution) all literature and art was 
denounced as bourgeois. As Han (cited in Tidhar 2004) claims, SF 
was ‘boosted for a period of time by the Chinese Communist Party 
in the 1950s [when] China was ready to achieve a socialist 
industrialization’ but it ‘came to a halt’ during the Cultural 
Revolution. The only SF story published in Junior Science magazine 
at that time was Shi You Dan Bai [Petroleum protein] written by Ye 
Yonglie in 1976. When Mao died, just months later, and the Gang of 
Four was defeated, there was a new lease of life for SF in China. Ye 
Yonglie became the most popular SF writer, with his novel Xiao Ling 
Tong Man You Wei Lai [Little Lingtong's odyssey to Future] (1978), 
which won many awards and sold 1.6 million copies in its first print 
run alone. After Mao’s death nearly all the early SF writers of the 
1950s and 60s returned to writing and were joined by a burgeoning 
number of emerging new writers in the field. While the literary 
doctrine of the Cultural Revolution continued to impact on Chinese 
literature from 1976 to 1978, after the Mao era, Western concepts 
and values began to transform literature and to introduce other 
forms of popular culture to China.  
Prior to 1978, China had regarded SF solely as a genre of children’s 
literature. However, after the collapse of the Gang of Four, many SF 
writers changed direction and aimed their writing at adult readers. 
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Thus, SF in China began to have a parallel development in both 
children’s literature and adult literature. The Western works which 
flooded China undoubtedly influenced the kinds of stories that were 
written, yet they nevertheless retained a distinctive ‘Chineseness’.  
From the 1980s to the present, changes in the West brought on by 
a shift from a post-industrial society under late capitalism to a 
globally interconnected world characterised by info-tech, media and 
service industries have found their way into China, as Han Song 
notes: 
The old concepts are being challenged as the country finds it 
can no longer be excluded out of the [global] village. The 
science and technology revolution is turning China from a 
traditional society into a more open and future-oriented 
society. [...] SF thus inevitably became commonplace in 
urban areas where youngsters grow up watching television, 
playing electronic games and surfing on the Internet. (cited in 
Tidhar 2004) 
 
In the past 20 years, the active writers in children’s SF include Xing 
He; Yang Peng; Wu Yan; Zheng Wenguang and Wu Yan; Li Zhiwei; 
and Liu Cixin (see panel for titles).  
Characteristics of Chinese children’s SF 
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Chinese children’s SF offers images of a pure and clear world for 
young readers, whereby good triumphs over evil, yet it exceeds the 
natural and pure worlds common to Chinese fairy tales by taking on 
modern concerns such as feminism (for example in Zheng 
Wenguang’s Shen Yi [Magic wings], as well more philosophical 
concerns such as the universe and the association between magic 
and science. ‘Little Lingtong’s odyssey to Future’ by Ye Yonglie is 
another good example of a SF story that combines political 
viewpoints with familiar SF technologies. In this novel, the 
protagonist, a young reporter, goes to a city called ‘Future’ in which 
there is no class struggle, cars float in the air, rice is as pearls, 
robots carry out kinds of household chores. This is a most influential 
work and has impressed at least two generations of readers. This 
successful combination of science, the future and technology in a SF 
tale has a long tradition in China, stemming from the late 19th 
century. While the stories may vary according to the sophistication 
of the scientific imaginings, they appear to retain their familiar twin 
purpose: to entertain and to educate.  
Another key characteristic of Chinese children’s SF is the frequent 
mention of Chinese morality and virtues, such as assiduousness, 
helpfulness, seeking justice and patriotism. The intentional inclusion 
of these qualities by writers is to cultivate in children a sense of 
good citizenship and exemplary behaviour. For many writers, 
Chinese ethics and morality play an important role not only for the 
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present, but also for developing good adults of the future (for 
example in Tong Enzheng’s novella Zhui Zong Kong Long de Ren 
[The man who searched for a dragon]. In SF stories by Wang 
Guozhong and Liu Cixin concepts of justice and righteousness are 
promoted, and patriotic sentiment pervades Liu’s Zhong Guo Tai 
Yang [A Chinese sun]. 
Fostering a love of science and an interest in the future in children 
is the third characteristic in Chinese SF. SF has always been 
regarded as a kind of popular science or science communication 
both in China and in the former Soviet Union. Therefore, most 
writers aim to spread scientific knowledge and involve children in 
scientific activities through their SF stories. This motivation is 
evident in the works of Chi Shuchang, where scientific subjects like 
biotechnology, physics and psychology feature. Xiao Jianheng is 
another genius in constructing stories with a strong science 
presence. It would be fair to say that many young readers of these 
stories cannot help but become captivated by the fabulous world of 
science and technology that is represented in these novels.  
Problems and future perspectives 
 
Notwithstanding the high interest in SF by Chinese children and 
youth, there is a shortage of high-quality works by talented writers. 
When the division between SF for adult readers and SF for child 
readers came into existence, many good genre writers turned away 
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form writing for children and focused on writing for the adult 
market. As fewer writers are likely to engage in children’s SF 
writing, the quality of contemporary children’s genre works is not 
high. 
The second problem is that few academic studies focus on children’s 
SF in its own right. Normally, most Chinese children’s literature 
textbooks contain one chapter devoted to the so-called ‘science 
literature’. The role of science literature is to ‘describe’, ‘present’ 
and ‘popularise’ science by using literary and artistic methods in the 
form of SF, science fairy tales, science poems/verse and science 
humour (Ye 1998).  
Despite this marginalisation of SF, there have been a number of 
important papers from academics in the field. In 1985 Wu Yan 
made a presentation to the Conference on Children’s Science 
Literature held by the Chinese Science Writers’ Association, which 
described children’s SF within a psychological framework arguing 
that the genre functions more on a psychological level for children 
than on a science communication level.  Wu also considered 
howchildren’s SF could be applied to enhance intuitive thinking, to 
encourage the imagination, to extend problem-solving abilities and 
social adaptation, as well as stimulating children’s motivation in 
exploring the world (Wu 1985). Wu (1999) later pointed out some 
characteristics of Chinese children’s and young adult SF during the 
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period from 1950 to 1980, including the ‘longing for good life, good 
future and a world in prosperity of science’.  
 
 In Er Tong Wen Xue Ming Zhu Dao Du [Reading guide to famous 
children’s literature] edited by Wang Quangen (2002), Wu discusses 
Darko Suvin’s (1972) notion of ‘cognitive estrangement’ – a 
necessary and sufficient condition of the genre whereby readers 
must step back from the known world in order to take seriously the 
world of the text. This was the first time that the work of Suvin, an 
acclaimed SF critic, was introduced into mainland China. It was also 
an important step in bringing to the field of children’s literature a 
key concept that had been introduced to the SF field about a decade 
earlier.  
In his theoretical book on the narratology of cartoons, Yang Peng 
(2003) discusses the importance of SF in cartoons, and provides a 
summary of several main themes of cartoon SF: past time-space; 
present time-space; future time-space; parallel world; virtual 
reality; utopia and dystopia; and mixed time-space. He also 
considers several narrative methods in SF cartoon stories. In the 
same year, Ge Hongbing and Wang Quangen debated the topic of 
whether Chinese SF is a genre of children’s literature or a literature 
for adult readers in the newspaper China Reading Weekly (see Ge 
2003; Wang 2003). The key point of difference between these two 
well-known and prominent professors was the connection between 
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children’s literature and SF, with Ge arguing that SF could not move 
forward while it remained tied to the field of children’s literature and 
Wang strongly advocating the close connection between the two.  
Concluding comment 
 
As this brief overview has shown, Chinese SF has continued to 
thrive amidst a history of political and ideological change. 
Undoubtedly, the impact of globalisation has been felt in China and 
with it comes a challenge to traditional concepts. In urban areas of 
China, the impact is obviously greater than in the rural areas. 
Alongside the entertainment factor that accompanies new global 
technologies and youth cultures, the Chinese government has 
attached a greater importance to the education of young people in 
science and technology. As the processes of globalisation continue, 
new economic and cultural zones will continue to be created within 
and across nations, but it remains to be seen how the globalisation 
of fiction will impact on the creative output of the Chinese SF 
writing community in the years ahead. Hopefully, the works will 
retain their particular ‘Chineseness’ while at the same time offering 
a universal readership some insights into the Chinese imagination 
and literary inventiveness.  
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1 Monkey King is a famous character that comes from an ancient Chinese fantasy novel Xi You Ji, [Monkey’s 
Journey to the West ]written in the Ming Dynasty by Wu Chenen). In this novel, Sun Wukong, the monkey, has 
strong magic abilities and could transform himself into 72 different shapes including animal, plant and stones. He 
could use human language. The novel tells about his journey to the West world with his master, a Buddhist whose 
aim is to bring back the bible of Buddhism to China. 
 
 
